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fers  from policy as blueprint. A growing body of  research empirically  illus-
trates how state  and  federal  educational policies  are  adapted,  even coopted, 
when  implemented  in  schools  and  classrooms  (e.g.,  Coburn,  2001;  Cuban, 
1998; Datnow, Hubbard, & Mehan, 2002; Hill, 2001; Irvine & Larson, 2001; 
Sutton & Levinson, 2001; Young, 1999). These works are important but sug-














Policy Intermediaries as Learners and Doers 
The growing body of literature on educational policy implementation ar-
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clusions or recommendations expressed in this material are those of the authors and do not neces-
sarily reflect the views of the IES, the U.S. Department of Education, or any other agency of the 
U.S. government. 







faced  with  policy  messages,  individuals  engage  in  constructivist  processes. 










ements  of  a  problem  diagnosis  and  a  proposed  response  (Levinson  &  Sut-
ton, 2001),  is  the  starting  template on which  subsequent  acts of  interpreta-
tion work. For that work, those interpreting or passing along policy explicitly 
and/or  subconsciously  reference  other  problem  diagnoses  and  possible  re-

















they try to figure out the preferred course of action in a given situation. But this 
decision-making process is better understood as a process of situational aware-
ness whereby individuals use heuristics and previous experiences to adapt and 




Looking at SEAs 





act as intermediaries of federal policy. The first purpose of this article is to start 






little control and no proximity”  to  the sites  they are  trying  to change  (Lusi, 
1997, p. 11). Actually,  “modest proximity” might be a useful way of quali-













Fifth,  looking  at  SEAs  positions  us  to  challenge  the  policy  maker–pol-
icy implementer dualism that is common even in the newest scholarship (e.g., 
Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002). SEA personnel in relation to federal policy 
do not easily fit on only one side or the other of this division, because in pass-
ing along policy as implementers, they reshape it. Sixth, SEAs are highly ex-
posed to state and national politics, and that exposure to politics seems salient 
to any policy flowing through SEAs that claims to be “research based” or “sci-
entifically based,” as educational policies seem increasingly to be asked to 
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be (Whitehurst, 2003). Whatever the research base that might obtain in clini-
cal conditions and that might underlie the logic of policy initiators, policy that 
























With  the Obey-Porter  legislation  that  launched  the CSRD program now 















The first of these ideas dates back at least to the first ESEA of 1965. In turn, 
the 1988 and 1994 ESEA reauthorizations can both be characterized as recon-










tiative of the first Bush administration that substantially advanced and popular-
ized this idea. That initiative paid for the full-fledged development and scale-
up of seven whole-school reform models—Authentic Teaching, Learning, and 
Assessment for All Students; Audrey Cohen College; Co-nect Schools; Expe-






The CSRD program authorized in 1997 and begun in 1998 was the first 
large-scale combination of these three ideas. The new program was announced 
just after authors from John Hopkins University and Abt Associates released 
the final report of a federally funded study of the education of “disadvantaged 
children.” The fourth recommendation of the report argued, 
Within the schools observed during first through third grades, students in 
schools using externally developed designs tended to achieve greater academic 
gains  than  did  students  in  locally  developed  programs.  Students  in  schools 
working with whole school reform tended to achieve greater gains that did stu-
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$4,405,477 to Puerto Rico (U.S. Department of Education, Office of Elemen-




tHe etHnograPHy of educationaL PoLicy 
Young (1999) noted that traditional policy studies can effectively examine 




















Proponents of the nascent field of ethnography of educational policy (e.g., 
Hamann, 2003; Levinson & Sutton, 2001) note that this subfield is new. So, by 
necessity, it borrows from other research genres. In this article, not only are re-
lated theories of learning incorporated (e.g., constructivism, situated cognition, 
bounded rationality) and an interdisciplinary field—policy implementation 
studies—heavily borrowed from, but also, the boundaries between traditional 
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ethnography and case study are blurred. Like other ethnographies, a premise 









Cresswell (1998) argued that a defining element of a case study is its bound-
edness. This characteristic is true of both cases that follow, because they refer-
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derstanding of the CSRD template created at the federal level. However, these 
methodologies were not pursued to equal degrees. 








achievement  test  data,  the  Maine  Department  of  Education’s  (MEDOE)  re-
quests for proposals (RFPs) disseminated to potential CSRD applicants, and 
multiple approved Rider A agreements (described further in the case). 




came  from 400 pages of  policy documents  and notes  generated  in 1998 by 










with  providing  information  and  resources  supporting  whole-school  reform 
implementation. 
Although this is the first time we have juxtaposed the Maine and Puerto 
Rico cases, we previously analyzed most of the data used for the cases that fol-
low  for  formative  evaluations  and peer-reviewed articles  (Hamann & Lane, 
2002; Hamann, Lane, & Hudak, 2001; Hamann, Lane, & Johnson, 2001; Ha-




slowly as a product of our planning for and reflections on interactions with 
SEA personnel, as well as our review of pertinent literature. So, for our case 
analysis, we looked for confirming and disconfirming evidence of our hypoth-
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esis. Much of this was not difficult, because some of our evidence, such as 
Maine’s request for a waiver from some federal CSRD requirements, was ob-
vious and overt. After examining our data sets to develop chronologies of im-






















depicts the interpretations of policy engaged in by SEA officials and those ad-
vising them, positioning readers to see how CSRD policy within Maine and 
Puerto Rico diverged from the original federal template. 
Excellence and Skepticism: The Maine Context 
Historically, Maine has prioritized  schooling, which  is  evidenced by  the 
state’s  current  and  historically  high  levels  of  literacy  and  its  status  as  third 
highest  nationally  in  investment  in  education  as  a percentage of gross  state 
product. In 1997, Maine trailed only Vermont and West Virginia in education 
spending per $1,000 of gross state product (“Quality Counts 2000,” 2000). 
Historically,  too,  Maine’s  citizens  and  educators  alike  have  been  deeply 
skeptical of anything “top down” (Ruff, Smith, & Miller, 2000). Perhaps this 
explains Maine’s intriguing response to the recent interrelated national move-























framework for high school reform that figures substantively in Maine’s CSRD 
implementation story, is a good recent example of this preference for the inclu-
sive, within-state development of educational policy. 









networks such as Foxfire, the Coalition of Essential Schools, and the Northeast 
Secondary Network that were dominated by non-Mainers. Rather, the internal 
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The report of the Commission on Secondary Education represents a critical milestone 
in Maine education; for the first time in the State’s history, a group consisting of some 
of our [italics added] finest educators has undertaken a comprehensive review and anal-
ysis of the condition of our system of secondary education. (p. iii) 
Promising Futures (Maine  Commission  on  Secondary  Education,  1998) 
reconciles  the multiple problem diagnoses and strategies of  the commission 
members  (including  the  input  they  solicited)  and  that  of  Maine’s  commis-






















Adapting the CSRD Program to Support High School Reform 
For Maine, as  for several small states nearby (e.g., New Hampshire and 
Vermont),  there were preliminary  reasons  to be  skeptical of  the CSRD pro-
gram when it was first being promoted in 1998. Given that the CSRD pro-









CISE rather than the Title I office to oversee implementation and hired key per-
sonnel, who both reconciled the CSRD program with the state’s Rider A policy 









sion  veterans,  senior  MEDOE  administrators  successfully  requested  federal 
waivers to restrict Maine’s CSRD competition to high schools, to attach parts 












(Maine  Commission  on  Secondary  Education,  1998),  it  was  easily  argued 
(within the MEDOE) that the newly created CISE should coordinate its imple-
mentation. This further strengthened the link between the CSRD program and 










State dePartmentS of education aS PoLicy intermediarieS: two caSeS  439
With modest CSRD monies arriving in 1998, the CISE quickly hired an 8-
year veteran social studies teacher to officially head CSRD implementation. 
Although she had not served on the commission that drafted Promising Fu-









Teacher voice, teacher collaboration, distributed leadership, reflective exper-
imentation, and peer-to-peer accountability were each core elements of  this 
school’s ethos.6 
Although we think that the most important influence of the Maine CSRD 
coordinator’s prior  teaching experience was on  the operating philosophy by 
which she pursued overseeing CSRD implementation, there were several more 
tangible  manifestations.  Two  examples  follow.  First,  as  part  of  the  CSRD 
RFPs to which schools responded and then as part of how they were to imple-
ment Promising Futures (Maine Commission on Secondary Education, 1998) 
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previously used in her classroom, became an important and official mecha-
nism of  accountability  and  school-CISE communication  (Hamann, Lane, & 
Johnson, 2001). 



































practices. There were  two common routes for  this  lateral exchange between 
Maine  CSRD  schools:  exchange  through  intermediaries  such  as  CISE  staff 
members and direct exchange between educators from different schools, either 
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at regional professional development activities or through direct visits to one 
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Puerto Rico’s response to the CSRD program is related to its educational 

























of  aligning  their  work  with  Puerto  Rico’s  newly  articulated  education  stan-











had been initiated, specific implementation challenges were more often a prior-
ity than overarching change visions. In other words, the CSRD program came 
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on the scene when few schools were pondering broad changes, but many were 




The  school  directors  were  also  keen  to  implement  the  PRDOE’s  (1998) 









teachers’ development of English proficiency was to be promoted through pro-
fessional development. 








Adapting the CSRD Program in Puerto Rico 
Three key adaptations mark the PRDOE’s response to the CSRD program: 
(a) the insistence on finding island-originating school reform models that could 
be available to CSRD-funded schools, (b) the solicitation and screening of the 




corporated into a Title I Schoolwide plan. The first two of these were incor-
porated into the PRDOE’s response to the CSRD program from the very be-
ginning. The  third, which ultimately supported  the broad  implementation of 
Lightspan, Computer Curriculum Consultants, and even the Puerto Rico Sci-
ence Systemic Initiative (PRSSI) as CSRD models, came later, after the PR-
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DOE’s first plan for CSRD implementation had been turned down by the U.S. 
Department of Education. 
In the winter of 1998, PRDOE officials and our colleagues began dis-
















At  this  stage,  PRDOE  staff  members  and  our  colleagues  both  seemed 
to  assume  that Puerto Rico would  implement  the CSRD program  in ways 
closely aligned with federal guidance (i.e.,  importing externally developed 
models, particularly those named in the instigating federal legislation). The 
goal of making an  island-based model  available  as  an option  for prospec-
tive CSRD schools was an important but single exception. This shared as-
sumption did not address Stringfield, Datnow, Ross, and Snively’s (1998) 
acknowledgment  that  none  of  the  CSRD  models  widely  promoted  in  the 
mainland United States were initially designed for bilingual or Spanish-lan-
guage implementation, nor had their efficacy been tested for such situations. 




tive CSRD support. Their first stop was a meeting at the PRDOE’s main of-
fice, where they were reminded of Puerto Rico’s formal educational goal 
to produce bilingual citizens. They then conducted site visits to (according 
to the agenda) “schools with CSR-type projects involving curriculum align-
ment with  standards  and a  consolidated plan.” The visited  schools,  all  se-
lected by PRDOE staff members, were implementing Articulation Strategies, 
Learning Alliances, the PRSSI, Educación Global, English as a Magic Car-
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pet, and Quality Educational Services of Puerto Rico. On March 23, one of 
our colleagues sent a letter to a PRDOE undersecretary commenting on the 
fit of each. 
Strongly informing the search for an appropriate island-developed model 
was a late February memorandum from the U.S. Department of Education’s 
senior program manager for CSRD. That memo identified SEAs as being re-
sponsible  for  ensuring  that  only  research-based  comprehensive  school  re-






















erate on a school-wide basis” and a model that met “few of the criteria defin-
ing comprehensive school reform.” A May 13 memo from an island-based col-
league to a mainland-based one noted that a PRDOE director had advocated 
including  Learning Alliances,  the  PRSSI,  and  Educación  Global  as  choices 
available to CSRD applicant schools. 
In June, the list of models was still in flux, as the Coalition of Essential 
Schools and High Schools That Work were named on an early June draft of 
the  PRDOE’s  implementation  plan  but  not  on  the  version  submitted  to  the 
federal government later in the month. The submitted version included eight 
models: three from the mainland (Accelerated Schools, Expeditionary Learn-
ing Outward Bound, and Roots & Wings) and five from the island (the PRSSI, 
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Educación Global, Learning Alliances, Quality Educational Services of Puerto 
Rico, and English as a Magic Carpet). 






recommendations. This revision purports to truly and adequately reflect the function of 
the CSRD program in the systemic PRDOE Educational Reform being implemented.9 




alog  of  comprehensive  school  reform  models  in  the  subcategory  “Reading/
Language Arts,” from which it was more recently removed.) 
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PRSSI promoters opted not  to be available as a CSRD model when Puerto 
Rico  selected  its  second  cohort  of  CSRD  schools.  Nonetheless,  continuing 
the pattern of having an island-originated model available as one option, an-
other local model, Educación Global, was promoted as a choice for the second 






SeaS at tHe  
interSticeS of PoLicy and Practice
Four points  emerge  from  the  cases  reviewed here. First,  as McLaughlin 
(1987) and Levinson and Sutton (2001) would predict, when SEA staff mem-
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tion in the respective jurisdictions and became part of the reconciled policy as 
practiced in each place. CSRD implementation enabled, accelerated, or mod-








with  real professional  and personal  experiences  attended meetings  and  read 










ing the roles of SEAs, influenced how the CSRD program was interpreted. 
The SEA-based policy  intermediaries presumed the power or  right of SEAs 
to mediate what  schools were charged with or  encouraged  to do.  In  the act 
of converting the “unacquired knowledge” into “acquired knowledge,” state-
drafted priorities were inserted, and the knowledge (or policy) in question was 
transformed,  becoming  endowed  with  the  problem  diagnoses  and  strategies 
that were already salient to SEA officials. In Maine, when the CSRD program 
became the vehicle for the systemic promotion of Promising Futures (Maine 
Commission on Secondary Education, 1998),  it became something different 






tance),  the  adapted  idea  that  the CSRD program could  support  the  consoli-
dation and continuation of change processes initiated by the 1994 ESEA, the 
conversion to site-based management, and the secretary’s articulation of var-
ious priorities, made the CSRD program welcome. Our findings concur with 
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Spillane et al.’s (2002) that sense making is an intrinsic part of converting pol-
icy to practice. 
Although policy adaptation is inevitable, it is not, in specificity, predict-

























interpretations,  and  institutional  mores)  are  simultaneously  in  play  in  ways 
that cannot be definitively identified and productively disaggregated. The re-
































mands for change but also as the more beneficial response in the long term. (p. 
175) 
In  relation  to  federal  policy,  SEA  staff  members  are  more  “local.” That  is, 
they are more proximate to state-level policy currents as well as to the cultural 













gles at  the secondary  level continues  to be challenged, with adapted federal 
policy contributing substantively to that challenge. 
State dePartmentS of education aS PoLicy intermediarieS: two caSeS  451
noteS 























8. The Title I Schoolwide figures come from the U.S. Department of Education. The 1996 and 
1999 figures come from an archived report titled State Education Indicators With a Focus on Title 
I (U.S. Department of Education, Office of the Under Secretary, Planning and Evaluation Service, 
2001), and the 2001 figures come from Overview of Public Elementary and Secondary Schools 
and Districts: School Year 2001-02 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2003, Table 9). In-
triguingly, in a report prepared by Nitza Pérez of the PRDOE in January 1998, the tallied number 
of Title I Schoolwide schools in Puerto Rico had climbed from 159 in 1995-1996 to 272 in 1996-
1997 and 463 in 1997-1998. These figures were shared at the April 1998 CSRD model provider 
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